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The article explores the (non)application of the “responsibility to protect” 
(RtoP) doctrine in crises in Libya and Syria. When violent conflicts between the 
government and the opposition arose in both countries in 2011, different interna-
tional bodies reported on mass atrocity crimes committed by the government forces 
against civilians. As rulers of Libya and Syria showed no intention of halting 
those atrocities, it was expected that the international community would intervene 
and act under RtoP, as agreed among the states at the 2005 World Summit. In 
Libya, the Security Council acted pursuant to the RtoP doctrine and passed the 
resolution authorizing the use of force aimed at saving civilian lives. In the case of 
Syria, however, the Security Council was deadlocked by the Russian and Chinese 
veto and no resolution employing RtoP could have been adopted. The paper thus 
analyzes these two cases, by paying special emphasis to the reasons behind such a 
disparate reaction of the Security Council in similar circumstances.
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1. INTRODUCTION
When	 protesters	 in	 Libya	 rose	 against	 Muammar	 Gaddafi	 in	 February	
2011,	mass	atrocities	committed	by	the	government	forces	against	the	prote-
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UN	Charter.	 In	other	words,	 the	 introduction	of	RtoP	did	not	 impose	any	
new	 legal	obligations	upon	 the	 states.	Some	commentators	believe,	 though,	








After	briefly	discussing	 the	meaning	of	 the	RtoP	principle,	 the	 following	
chapters	analyze	the	cases	of	Libya	and	Syria.	The	analysis	aims	at	revealing	
how	RtoP	functions	 in	practice	and	what	are	the	consequences	of	 its	 (non)
implementation	for	the	future	of	the	principle.
3. THE CASE OF LIBYA
3.1. Outbreak of hostilities and the international response to the 
Libyan crisis prior to Resolution 1973
The	 Arab	 Spring,	 which	 firstly	 occurred	 in	 Egypt	 and	 Tunisia,	 spread	
to	 Libya	 in	 February	 2011.	 Although	 none	 of	 the	world’s	 existing	 atrocity	
risk	assessment	frameworks	identified	Libya	as	one	of	the	countries	being	at	
risk24,	the	initially	peaceful	protests	turned	violent	as	the	government	forces	
acted	brutally	 towards	protesters	 against	Gaddafi’s	 rule.	 In	 a	manner	 remi-
niscent	of	the	Rwandan	massacre,	Gaddafi	declared	that	“officers	have	been	
deployed	in	all	tribes	and	regions	so	that	they	can	purify	all	decisions	from	
21	 Payandeh,	M.,	With Great Power Comes Great Responsibility? The Concept of the Respon-
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the Responsibility to Protect,	International	Affairs,	vol.	87,	nr.	4,	2011,	p.	838.


















Events	 in	 Libya	were	 also	 condemned	 by	 several	 regional	 organizations.	
The	Arab	League	condemned	“the	Libya	government’s	violent	crackdown	of	
the	protesters	and	suspended	it	from	participation	in	League	meetings”.31	In	
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address	 to	 the	General	 Assembly	 on	 1	March	 2011,	 the	 Secretary-General	
called	for	a	“concrete	action”	and	for	a	“rapid	and	concrete	response”	to	the	
Libyan	crisis.40	The	Gulf	Cooperation	Council	urged	the	SC	to	take	“all	ne-
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33 Declaration by the High Representative, Catherine Ashton, on behalf of the European Union 
on Events in Libya,	6795/1/11,	Presse	3,	20	February	2011.
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is	the	first	time	that	the	Council	authorized	the	use	of	force	in	order	to	protect	
civilians	without	the	consent	of	the	host	state.






states,	 and	 subsequently	 NATO	 forces,	 undertook	 military	 intervention	 in	
Libya.	The	aim	of	the	Resolution	was	not	to	intervene	in	the	internal	conflict,	
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He	 further	 raised	 concerns	 that	 “such	measures	 may	 have	 the	 unintended	























63 Statement on Libya, Following the Working Lunch of NATO Ministers of Defense with non-
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NATO Contributors to Operation Unified Protector,	NATO	Press	Release	071,	8	June	
2011,	http://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_75177.htm	(31	March	2017).
64 Libya’s Pathway to Peace,	The	New	York	Times,	14	April	2011,	http://www.nytimes.
com/2011/04/15/opinion/15iht-edlibya15.html	 (31	March	 2017).	 See	 also	 Presi-
dent	Obama’s	Address	to	the	Nation,	in	which	he	said	that	“broadening	… [US] 
military	mission	to	include	regime	change	would	be	a	mistake”.	Remarks by the Pre-















4. THE CASE OF SYRIA



















shooting	of	medical	personnel	who	attempt	 to	 aid	 the	wounded;	 raids	 aga-
inst	hospitals,	clinics	and	mosques;	and	the	purposeful	destruction	of	medi-
cal	supplies	and	arrest	of	medical	personnel”.69	In	2012,	the	Human	Rights	
68	 See:	Chulov,	M.;	Mahmood,	M.,	Syrian Sunnis fear Assad regime wants to ethnically 
cleanse Alawite heartland,	 The	 Guardian,	 22	 July	 2013,	 https://www.theguardian.
com/world/2013/jul/22/syria-sunnis-fear-alawite-ethnic-cleansing	(28	April	2017).
69	 UN	News	Centre,	Syrian army carrying out ‘major military operation’ against key city – UN 
official,	 http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=38201#.WQMrC9qLSUk	
(28	April	2017).
















human	rights	violation	 in	Syria.73	The	 second	draft	 resolution	again	conde-
mned	the	violence	in	Syria	and	supported	the	decision	of	the	Arab	League	to	
facilitate	a	Syrian-led	political	transition.74	The	third	one	proposed	sanctions	
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addition,	allegations	of	 the	use	of	 chemical	weapons	emerged	 in	2012.84	 In	
2013,	chemical	attacks	occurred	in	Aleppo,	Al-Otaybeh	and	Ghouta	area	of	
Damascus,	 and	 in	 several	 other	 places.	 The	UN	 chemical	 weapons	 experts	




80	 MacFarquhar,	N.;	Bakri,	N.,	Isolating Syria, Arab League Imposes broad Sanctions,	New	
York	 Times,	 27	 November	 2011,	 http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/28/world/
middleeast/arab-league-prepares-to-vote-on-syrian-sanctions.html	(15	May	2017).
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mission	 see	 at:	 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/HRBodies/HRC/IICISyria/Pages/Docu-
mentation.aspx.
84	 For	a	 timeline	of	 significant	events	 related	to	Syria’s	chemical	weapons	program	
from	2012	to	the	present,	see:	Arms	Control	Association,	https://www.armscontrol.
org/factsheets/Timeline-of-Syrian-Chemical-Weapons-Activity	(5	June	2017).
85 United Nations Mission to Investigate Allegations of the Use of Chemical Weapons in the 




staged	the	attack,	 the	Western	powers	accused	Assad,	 raising	the	 issue	of	a	
possible	military	action	in	response	to	the	attack.86	The	idea	of	undertaking	





4.2. Responsibility to Protect in the case of Syria
Strikingly	departing	from	the	Secretary-General’s	statement	from	the	be-











Syrian Arab Republic, Report on the Alleged Use of Chemical Weapons in the Ghouta Area 
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zh/focus/northafrica/cwinvestigation.pdf	(2	June	2017).	
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September	 2013,	 http://www.reuters.com/article/us-syria-crisis-russia-idUSBRE-
98H0RQ20130918	(2	June	2017).




died	 in	 the	Syrian	civil	war.	A	 similar	 figure,	 a	death	 toll	of	470,000,	had	been	
reported	in	2015	by	the	Syrian	Research	Group.	See:	Hudson,	J.,	UN Envoy revises 
Syria Death Toll to 400,000,	http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/04/22/u-n-envoy-revises-
syria-death-toll-to-400000/	(2	June	2017).
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While	Russia	traditionally	raised	suspicion	of	the	true	motives	of	the	Western	
involvement	in	the	Syrian	conflict,	its	own	true	motives	for	non-intervention	
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Some	argue	that	this	is	because	they	cannot	agree	with	respect	to	what	should	
happen	in	Syria	once	ISIL	is	destroyed.95



































Petra Perišić: Implications of the Conflicts in libya and Syria...802
5. LIBYA AND SYRIA – A COMPARISON
Reasons	behind	a	disparate	reaction	of	the	international	community	in	the	
conflicts	in	Libya	and	Syria	may	be	divided	into	two	categories.	The	first	one	
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The	third	difference	may	be	observed	in	the	regional	actors,	primarily	the	
Arab	League,	which	are	 said	 to	have	played	more	active	 role	 in	 the	case	of	
Libya.	It	took	less	than	a	month	from	the	beginning	of	the	unrest	in	Libya	for	
the	League	to	suspend	the	membership	of	that	state.	Conversely,	in	the	case	
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Applying	RtoP	 in	 the	Libyan	 crisis	was	 at	 the	moment	 the	 intervention	
took	place	perceived	by	many	as	a	triumph	of	RtoP.	The	case	of	Syria,	howe-
ver,	has	shown	that	the	principle	was	applied	in	Libya	solely	because	the	need	
to	 protect	 lives	 coincided	with	 the	 interest	 of	 intervening	 states.	 It	 would,	
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UTJECAJ SUKOBA U LIBIJI I SIRIJI NA DOKTRINU 
“ODGOVORNOSTI PRUŽANJA ZAŠTITE”
Kada je 2011. godine libijski diktator Muammar Gaddafi odgovorio na pobunu 
protiv svoje vlasti teškim kršenjima ljudskih prava, Vijeće sigurnosti je, pozivajući se 
na načelo “odgovornosti pružanja zaštite” (RtoP) usvojilo Rezoluciju 1973, kojom je 
ovlastilo države na upotrebu oružane sile kako bi se zaustavilo stradavanje civila u 
Libiji. Taj čin Vijeća sigurnosti dao je naslutiti da je načelo RtoP zaživjelo i da će 
ono poslužiti kao učinkovito sredstvo u borbi za očuvanje ljudskih prava i u budućim 
slučajevima. No sukob u Siriji koji je uslijedio nedugo nakon toga pokazao je da su takva 
predviđanja bila preuranjena. Stalne članice Vijeća sigurnosti u slučaju Sirije nisu 
zauzele jedinstveni stav pa rezolucija kojom bi se ovlastilo države na upotrebu sile s ciljem 
sprječavanja humanitarne katastrofe nije usvojena.
U članku se analiziraju sukobi u Libiji i Siriji te reakcija međunarodne zajednice 
na svaki od njih. Osobito se istražuju razlozi različitog postupanja Vijeća sigurnosti 
u dvama slučajevima koji, iako se razlikuju u nizu značajki, imaju bitnu zajedničku 
karakteristiku – kršenje ljudskih prava stanovništva od strane središnje vlasti.
Zaključak je članka da kod odlučivanja u Vijeću sigurnosti o poduzimanju oružanih 
intervencija, pa bile one uzrokovane i humanitarnim razlozima, države ne nastupaju 
principijelno, već u praksi uvijek gledaju i svoje strateške i druge interese. Tek kada ti 
interesi koincidiraju s humanitarnom katastrofom, RtoP načelo – točnije, njegov aspekt 
“reakcije” – biva primijenjeno. 
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